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Coming in to a third grade classroom for my student teaching practicum, I believed that building relationships with students and families was imperative to teaching and learning. But I wasn't prepared for what that really meant.
I didn't expect to become so profoundly moved by the children; I didn't expect to feel so changed by knowing them as their teacher.
Even though I had previously worked as a teacher in various places (including Sweden, my country of origin), I had never considered myself deserving of this role because I felt unprepared. However, after years of living with childhood questions, both as a mother of three children and as a returning student in a rigorous teacher preparation program, I was ready for the teacher in me to finally show her glorious self (I hoped).
What follows are observations and reflections I wrote throughout this journey and process. (I have changed the names of the students and identifying traits.) Although the students, my university supervisor, my cooperating teacher, and others at the school were hugely important in my progress as a teacher, it is through the journals that I wrote (presented in part below), and through this reflection, that I make visible my own learning and how these experiences have prepared me to teach.
Initial Observations
In the beginning, I have the fortunate role of an observer.
I spend time in the room, just watching, listening. I have been told that many children in this class don't perform well academically. But I have no information about any of them as individuals besides their physical nature. Some of the children I notice first: Christopher, sitting on his feet, curled up in his chair, taking up so little space, his side turned to the teacher; pale and thin, dark circles around his eyes, silent, seemingly in a world of his own. Nicholas is in the last row, looking around the room for an answer when the answer is in the book on his desk; Elijah, also in the back, almost never on the same task as the rest of the class, chatting with his buddy Josh, and drawing, always drawing pictures with crayons; Brian, head down on his desk, eyes closed, Teacher asking him to fill in the blank , her finger on his paper. 'Where is your pencil?' Allison was there too, a quiet, compliant girl who struggles with math, but I don't notice her.
Journal Entry: Week 1, January 12
I feel like I could write a whole chapter about today.
So much is happening in the interactions between students, between Teacher and students, between the students and me.
In the hallway, I have a few minutes to work on shared story writing with four of the boys who struggle with reading. I explain the activity and they immediately tune in (I'm amazed) and they brainstorm (their idea).
Within just a few minutes, they have decided who their characters are. Someone suggests a red robin, others a snake. After some discussion, they welcome a third alternative: how about the red robin and the snake in one story together? There is so much energy at our A few minutes later, I see the birthday card he made.
I read the words spoken from his heart, written in pencil on a lined piece of paper folded in half. Unconventional spelling revealing work done without assistance, "I love you very much. Happy 40 th birthday Mom." His message is punctuated with three hearts, my attempt at drawing a rose, and another made by Nicholas. I tell him she will love it. (A few days prior, he brought in sweets for the class to celebrate his own birthday. He also told me his sister had planned to take him and his cousins bowling, but she didn't have enough money.)
Poor Elijah. At the end of the science assembly in the gym, the presenters ask the kids a few questions as a review. They want to see if the students have learned the scientific term "biome" (a biological community living in the physical nature of a geographic region). They repeat the definition, prompting the students to say the scientific word. Several students raise their hand in this crowded gym, and they call on Elijah. He answers, "Mohawk!" sincerely believing he was right. Until everybody starts laughing.
It was both comical and sad. I thought it summed up pretty well the disconnect that exists between presenters/ teachers and our students. We're talking biomes; they're hearing mohawks.
Journal Entry, Week 2, January 17
This happened yesterday: Christopher looks very distracted during morning math, both squirmy and tired. I walk over to him and ask him quietly how he is feeling. "I'm so hungry," he whispers back. I learn he hasn't eaten breakfast. (I feel absolutely awful about this -the morning will be long:
math, writing instruction, and reading assessment before he'll get something in his belly.) "I only eat breakfast on the weekends," he begins.
"I got up at 7:30 and I took a cold shower." (Gee, I hope not a cold one!) "Then I had to get on the bus."
I ask him if he could try to get some breakfast tomorrow, maybe fix some cereal for himself in the morning before school. I say it's real important. I remind him gently about breakfast before he leaves on the bus to go home in the afternoon. This morning he tells me he had breakfast at school.
Journal Entry, Week 2, January 18
Spring/Summer 2008
In the morning before the bell rings, I greet each child who is waiting in line. Journal Entry, Week 4, February 6 Some students, and more often than not it's usually the same two or three, don't turn in their homework. Consequently, they have to go over to the behavior chart and change their green card to red. Their day begins with a warning.
I design a homework assignment for the first time.
As usual, all but three students turn it in. I copy everything the students have written in response to their assignment. Journal entry, Week 5, February 7 I pull up a chair and listen to Brian read for a few minutes.
During those minutes, I learn that he has four siblings, all under the age of ten. He says he's got another brother too, whom he "thinks" is also ten. My supervisor described the students as "mesmerized."
We conclude this unit with a small research project.
The children do not have much experience working in groups, Spring/Summer 2008or working on projects. We collect infonnation to represent ancestry of everyone in the classroom: African American, European, and Native American. It's exhilarating to see them engaged and in charge of their learning during this project.
Watching students pouring over books, sharing them, being self-directed and motivated to complete the tasks without me telling them exactly when to do what, is immensely motivating and rewarding for me, and I hope the children feel the same.
Throughout the day, many ask me when we're going to work on our project. They ask, "Did you make copies [of pictures]
for us?" Today I notice Christopher going over to the box of folders when he has some free time, finds his, and quietly starts working on it. I see others too, working on it from time to time during free time.
I recall moments that reveal insight and immediate learning. I was telling the story of Frederick Douglass, speaking of his determination to learn how to read and write, precisely because he wasn't supposed to.
I ask, "Why do you think the slave owners didn't allow slaves to learn how to read and write?" Elijah remembers our discussion and I remember exactly how he answers the question: "Because then they would learn how to change things."
The students have a lot of questions. When they are not comfortable asking, I give them a chance to write. It turns out everyone has something to say about our discussion:
"Why would they take people from Africa?" The students are very interested, asking a lot of questions.
It's a great additional lesson to our unit on ancestors. I want the students to remember that parents are teachers too.
Unfortunately her visit ends badly. We believe one of the students took one of the small items that were shown. The parent has an idea who it might be. I take the student aside and ask her about it. She is animated, doesn't look me in the eye and comes up with a very elaborate explanation of what happened when she was looking at the bracelet. Her reaction makes me believe she might have taken it. This happens at the end of the day as the children are being called to line up for the buses. It's very hectic.
The parent is very gracious, doesn't want to make a big deal out of it. I promise to talk to her soon.
Journal Entry, Week 11, March 28
We've confirmed that Rebecca took the bracelet. Today she brings it in. She's written a note of apology to Teacher, the parent, and me. When asked in the office to write an explanation to why she stole the item, she writes: "Because we are seven months behind on our rent. We don't have any money. That's why I stole the bracelet."
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